Role of antibiotics in the management of hepatic encephalopathy.
This article explores the rationale for use of antibiotics in the treatment of hepatic encephalopathy, discusses the role of antibiotics relative to other therapeutic approaches, and considers the reasons that limit the use of the antibiotics most commonly prescribed for the management of hepatic encephalopathy in the United States. Although the scientific rationale for the use of antibiotics in hepatic encephalopathy is well founded, the clinical evidence for their benefits is rather limited. There is no doubt that many antibiotics cause a decrease in intraluminal production of ammonia. However, the commonly prescribed antibiotics are also associated with a variety of adverse effects. None of the antibiotics typically used for hepatic encephalopathy is adequately tolerated in the target patient population. The clinical evidence to date does not support the first-line use of currently available antibiotics in the treatment of hepatic encephalopathy. To improve upon current antibiotic offerings for hepatic encephalopathy, an antibiotic should provide broad-spectrum coverage against both aerobic and anaerobic bacteria, effectively control neuropsychiatric signs and symptoms, and be extremely well tolerated in the target population. An antibiotic fulfilling these criteria would constitute an advance in therapy for hepatic encephalopathy.